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COAST FORTRESSES DURING THE AMERICAN 
WAR OF INDEPENDENCE. 
By COLONEL W. R. W. JAMES, R.R. 

THOSE who remember my opening statement last year, regarding 
the study of military history, may feel disposed to challenge my 
choice of this period for examination. 

At first sight it may appear impossible that conditions, similar 
to those which gave rise to this contest, can possibly recur. 

But is this so? 
It is true that, in theory at  any rate, all our great Colonies are 

self-governing, and to all intents and purposes independent, and that 
the British Parliament is hardly likely to attempt to enforce on any 
one of them laws passed by itself. Let us, however, state in the simp- 
lest form possible the political considerations which gave rise to this 
struggle. 

Great Britain, finding herself obliged to - maintain her supremacy 
over a dependency by force of arms, is unable to find sufficient troops 
to crush the revolt in one short campaign, thanks to her habitual 
neglect to maintain a standing army sufficient for her needs, or even 
the machinery necessary to expand her forces on an emergency arising. 

France and Spain, realizing her difficulties, are thus given abundant 
time to mature their plans, and make arrangements to repay old scores. 
They therefore, for their own ends, ally themselves with the Colonists, 
and embark on a naval war, only lending sufficient help on land in 
America to engage Britain’s land forces, .and not enough to secure 
decisive results, and thus terminate the Anglo-American quarrel. 

The campaign in question is little studied by soldiers, and the 
opinion popularly accepted is that Great Britain, by violent and 
oppressive measures, drove an exceedingly loyal and long suffering 
population to unwilling revolt, and then, owing to the blundering 
methods of unskilful and pedantic generals, was soundly beaten by 
raw levies of patriotic but undisciplined colonists, and was forced to 
accept a humiliating peace. 

The real facts, however, were shortly as follows :- 
The Colonies, especially those of New England, had for many 

years enjoyed practical independence. During the struggle with the 
French in Canada, which ended by its cession to Britain at the Peace 
of Fontainebleau in 1762, self interest had obliged them to actively 
participate in the war. After the termination of the struggle, fear of 
a powerful neighbour being removed, their attachment to the Mother 
Country was not strong enough to induce them to bear their just 
share of the expenses of safeguarding the Empire. 
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76 COAST FORTRESSES DURING AMERICAN WAR 

The British Government’s tyranny simply consisted in asking 
the 13 States to provide for their own defence, and it was only after 
a deliberate refusal that the notorious Stamp Acts were imposed, as 
a means to raise the money to pay for their own defence. 

It is a well established fact that the leaders of the American 
patriotic party, when stirring up the States to active resistance, never 
considered the Navigation Acts as a n  escuse for their revolt. 

The ostensible cause of the appeal to arms arose through a ques- 
tion that might again become acute, viz., Imperial defence. 

But in real truth the rupture was brought about by.the machin+ 
tions of a comparatively small party, who,.by reason of their solidarity 
and determination, were able to carry with them a considerable propor- 
tion of the population. 

It is instructive to note the methds  pursued by the revolutionary 
party, their eagerness to utilize the services of Imperial troops in 
putting down riot and disorders, the bad treatment and injustice meted 
out to these same troops, when brought into collision with the civil 
population, by the officers of the law in sympathy with the revdu- 
tionary party; the elaborate system of boycott devised as a weapon 
against the Mother Country, the wholesale use of accusations of 
brutality against the British soldier; all these are the same counters 
used in the game played in modern times by disaffected sections in 
any part of the Empire. 

Though no British statesman would nowadays propose to directly 
tax any self-governing dependency for any purpose whatever, it is 
perfectly conceivable that quarrels might arise within those countries 
themselves, which might easily lead to a state of civil war calling 
on Great Britain to intervene. 

But putting aside vesed questions of Colonial politics, a war in 
India, either a rising of the population, or waged against external 
enemies, might produce the call for all available British forces in 
lands distant from the hhther Country, and give a rival naval power, 
or coalition of powers, the matched-for opportunity. 

The essential factors me have to keep in mind are that when France 
and Spain declared mar in 1778, 

I .  Great Britain was trying to maintain a struggle in a distant 
land, which involved the maintenance in the field of every available 
soldier she could raise. 

2. She had long lines of communication over the ocean to safe- 
guard. 

3. Her adversaries’ main bases were widely dispersed over the 
Atlantic and Mediterranean coasts of Europe, making it exceedingly 
difficult to keep watch on all of them. 

4. The allied naval forces mere very much on a par with those 
of Great Britain as regards numerical strength. 

As our present business is with the attack and defence of coast 
fortresses, the briefest description of the situation at the time when 
France concluded her treaty with the revolted Colonies regarding 
the land campaign must suffice. 
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77 
The schemes of the revolutionary leaders in Boston were not 

delayed by the. political disputes on the subject in the. British Parlia- 
ment. Whilst men in England talked, those in New England acted, 
The  drilling of the local militia was hurried on, arms and supplies 
were collected. At Rhode Island the populace had seized the King's 
fort and cannon. Gage, the commander-in-chief, who with his scanty 
force had to all intents been besieged in Boston for some time past, 
was compelled by circumstances to  act. 

An attempt by him to seize and destroy the magazines created at 
Concord,' 2 0  miles f!om Boston, led to the unfortunate affair of Lexing- 
ton, involving a loss of 250 men to the British. 

This was the signal for instant aggressive action on the part of 
the Americans. 

The  weakly-held British posts on the lakes were seized, and Canada 
invaded. 

The  revolutionary party a t  New York seized the magazines and 
provision ships there. 

The  occupation of the heights around Boston forced Gage to 
fight the action of Bunkers Hill on June 17th, 1775, in which the 
British sustained an unnecessary loss of over r,mo out of 2,500 
engaged. Through contempt of the enemy the army was committed 
to a purely frontal attack on entrenchments held by espert marksmen. 

This action finally committed England to a serious war without 
the means of carrying it through. 

" Taking America as it at present stands," wrote General Harvey, 
who, as Adjutant-General was, in the absence of a Commander-in- 
Chief, the highest military official in the kingdom, " It is impossible 
to conquer it with our British Army. To attempt to conquer it 
internally with our land force is as wild an idea as ever controverted 
common sense."2 

The  best opinions urged a simple occupation of the coast towns 
and general stoppage of trade a s  the best means to  bring the colonies 
to their knees. 

But the representations of the loyalists, " who urged that the mere 
presence of British troops in certain quarters would be.sufficient to 
rally the entire population to the Royal standard,"3 overbore the counsel 
of experts. 

Fortescue adds, " It was resolved to  base the military operations 
on the presumed support of a section of the inhabitants; of all founda- 
tions whereon to build the conduct of a campaign this is the loosest, 
the most treacherous, the fullest of peril and delusion. 

COAST FORTRESSES DURIXG AMERICAN WAR 

* * * * 
'' T h e  temptation to  the British Ministry in 1775 was great, for the 

loyalist party was very strong in America, and, it is, I think, unques- 
tionable that the American revolution was, as is generally the case, 

1 April xgth, 1775. 
2 " History of the British Army," vol. 3, p. 169. 
3 Ibid, vol. 3, p. 170. 
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78 COAST FORTRESSES DURING AMERICAN WAR 

the work of a small but energetic and well-organized minority, towards 
which the attitude of the mass of the people, where not directly hostile, 
was mainly indifferent.” 

M E X I C O  

All through the remainder of the year the Government remained 
undecided what plan of campaign to adopt, in spite of the energetic 
protests oi the Adjutant-General, and advice from the Commanders 
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COAST FORTRESSES DURING AMERICAN WAR 79 

on the spot; but, even if their minds had been made up, the troops 
to carry it out had yet to be raised. 

Roughly the scheme suggested by the hiilitary authorities was to 
isolate the New England States, the centre of disaffection, by occupying 
the line of the Hudson, and operating simultaneously by columns 
from New York and Boston; and to this plan, whenever the erratic 
fancies of British politicians permitted, those directing the actual 
operatioqs reverted. 

But it was already well on in 1776 before sufficient forces to act at 
all were availabIe. 

In  the meantime, on March 17th, 1776, the British troops were 
withdrawn from Boston, which had practically become untenable owing 
to  the energy with which Washington had been pushing his siege 
operations, and were awaiting reinforcements and supplies in Halifax. 
During 1776 Carleton, who received reinforcements in April, cleared 
the Americans out of Canada, and had advanced as far as Crown Point- 

General Howe sailed for New York on June 7th: but was only 
able to commence operations on the arrival of Clinton on August 1st; 

Clinton’s force had been diverted by the British Government to 
make a demonstration in the neighbourhood of Cape Fear in order to 
assist the loyalists; but had been repulsed in an endeavour to capture 
Fort Moultrie, the key to Charleston Harbour. 

The action is not without interest to troops employed in Coast 
Defences, but must be dismissed in,a few words, as our object is to 
consider Naval Bases in relation to belligerent Navies, and, .as yet, 
there was no opposing Naval Power to contest. (Maritime supremacy, 
though the Americans possessed a considerable number of commerce 
destroyers-Government cruisers as well as privateers.) The  escorting 
squadron, consisting of eight frigates (ships not sufficiently powerful to 
match themselves against heavy fixed armament) engaged the works at  
long ranges, whilst the troops were told off to storm the fort. Misled 
by false information, the troops were unable to reach their objective, 
as the shoals through which they had to wade were unfordable. The  
lesson here would appear to be the need of thorough reconnaisance 
before attempting a coup de main. 

One of the attacking squadron was burnt, and two hundred men 
killed and wounded. 

In August 1776, Howe having now a force of 25,000 men was able 
to assume the offensive. 

His objective was New York, covered by Washington with about 
18,000 men. 

It  is instructive to note that, although Great Britain was in 
undisputed possession of the sea, no attempt was made to engage the 
fixed defences commanding the North and East Rivers, the passages 
of which were partially obstructed with sunken ships. Howe landed 
his forces on Long Island. Brooklyn itself was guarded by an 
entrenched position, and, again covering these, the hills to  the South 
East were strongly occupied. The  manner in which the Americans 
were forced out of this strong position showed that the British Generals 
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so COAST FORTRESSES DURING AMERICAN WAR 

were not incapable, and when Washington found that Home had no 
intention of repeating the tactics of Bunkers Hill against the Brooklyn 
entrenchments, but broke ground for a formal siege, he withdrew the 
10,000 men with which he had manned these lines, and subsequently 
evacuated New York. The  campaign for the remainder of the year 
was anything but discreditable to the British arms, and the British 
forces were left in possession of New York and a very considerable 
portion of New Jersey. 

I t  is no part of my intention to give a narrative of the different 
actions, but only to deduce from the general results that the British 
commanders, when supplied with adequate forces, and unhampered 
by political considerations, were quite as efficient as we have any right 
to expect the average commander to be at the present time. Of course, 
it must not be forgotten that Washington had his trials as well. For 
years he had to endure the results arising from a badly disciplined 
extemporized force, and an ignorant, jealous, and indifferent govern- 
ment, but are not these normal circumstances attendant on such a 
struggle? It must not be forgotten, too, that Washington was no 
tyro. He had served on the staff of more than one British General, 
and had seen a good deal of fighting in the intricate and forest clad 
country that covered such a large proportion of the theatre of war. I 
would also call attention to a factor that had to be reckoned with in 
this campaign, which must be familiar to mqny of u s  to-day. I will 
give it in the words of Fortescue. Page 197, Vol. 3. L‘ Attachment 
to the King had increased amazingly in New Jersey during the 
victorious advance of the British, and the inhabitants had come in by 
hundreds together, in response to a proclamation by Home to take 
the oath of allegiance. In  a very short time numbers of these people 
were to be captured in arms against the British, with General Howe’s 
protection and certificates of loyalty in their pockets.” 

The  British Government was greatly embarrassed during the 
session of 1776, by the tactics of a strong opposition, who led by Fox 
and Burke, openly deplored the British successess. The political 
situation was anything but bright. Spain was supplying the Colonists 
with money and gunpowder. Holland selling them endless stores, 
using the Dutch Island, St. Eustatius, as a convenient depbt. France 
was supplying cannon, small arms, clothing and other stores. 
American privateers were permitted to use French Ports as bases, and 
French ships were preying on our commerce under the American flag, 
and worst of all, the French Government was secretly considering an 
offensive alliance with the Americans. In Fortescue’s words, page 
rgg, “ It was above all things necessary to  end the war as early as 
possible; and this could only be accomplished by a great effort and by 
the employment of an overwhelming force.” 

Just a t  this critical juncture an appalling disaster was brought 
about, not by the inefficiency of our Generals, or the worthlessness of 
our troops, but by the inherently vicious system of our constitution, 
which hands over the direction of our forces to politicians. 

In the present instance, chance had made a particularly unfortunate 
selection for Secretary at War.  
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COAST FORTRESSES DURING AJIERICAN IVAR 81 

That Lord George Germaine, who held this office, had been 
publicly degraded for misconduct a t  the Battle of Minden, and was now 
in authority over the army, and had private grudges against both 
Carleton and Howe, was not likely to facilitate the progress of the 
campaign. 

The advice of the men on the spot was ignored, Burgoyne was 
ordered to advance by the Hudson with 7,000 men, whilst Howe’s 
command was deflected to Pennsylvania, where he could render no 
support or assistance to the former. 

To show in what a haphazard manner this matter of vital 
importance was dealt with, I must again quote Fortescue’s words, 
page 210, “ A  few days later it seems that a despatch was drafted, 
giving Howe positive orders to march up the Hudson, bat that 
Germaine, finding it unready for signature, when he called a t  the 
office on his way to the country, left it to take care of itself. The  
natural result was that this despatch was never sent a t  all ; so that Howe 
was left with directions to attack Philadelphia, and Burgoyne with 
positive and unconditional commands to ,  advance to Albany, and 
there to place himself under Howe’s orders.” 

Howe, utilizing the command of the sea, landed in Chesapeake 
Bay with 15,000 men, leaving Clinton at New York with 9,000. 

His movements puzzled Washington at  first beyond measure, for 
he could not believe in the possibility of the entire desertion of 
Burgoyne, but when he knew definitely on August zznd, 1777, that 
Howe was in the Chesapeake, he wrote, “Now let all New England 
turn out and crush Burgoyne.” 

Howe’s campaign was attended with success. He defeated 
Washington at  Brandywine, and again a t  Germantown, then, after 
occupying Philadelphia,’ he, in conjunction with Lord Howe’s fleet 
in the Delaware below Newcastle, after hard fighting, captured the 
American works at Mud Island a n d ,  Red bank, and opened the 
navigation of the Delaware for British vessels by November 15th. 

In  the meantime disaster had fallen on Burgoyne’s columns. 
This force starting from Cumberland Point on the 20th June, 1777, 

led with energy, and skilfully handled, had captured Ticonderoga by 
July 5th; and after more than one successful action had forced its 
way as far south as Fort Edward by the end of July, when General 
Schuyler withdrew his command to Stillwater. 

Burgoyne then found the problem of supply practically insoluble. 
H e  had not the men to keep open his difficult line of communication 

in a densely wooded country, with the enemy’s numbers daily 
augmenting on front and flanks, he therefore attempted to surprise 
an American magazine at  Bennington. The detachment was 
surrounded and annihilated after a very gallant fight. But still 
Burgoyne persisted in his forlorn hope, eventually managing to 
advance as far as Stillwater, and attack the American camp on Bemis 
Heights on September 19th. 

VOL. LIX. 

1 25th September, 1777. 
F 
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82 COAST FORTRESSES DURING AMERICAN WAR 

After this indecisive though gallant action, Burgoyne held his 
position till October 7th. 

His orders were peremptory, and he feared, by retiring, to release 
the large force, whose attention he was occupying, and allow over- 
whelming numbers to fall on Howe, and further, he knew General 
Clinton, with a small force, was pushing his way up  the Hudson to 
aid him. 

The latter did indeed capture the American works at Forts 
Montgomery and Clinton, and force his antagonists to burn their 
flotilla sheltered by these works to prevent it from falling into his 
hands. 

On October 7th, Burgoyne made a further attempt on Bemis 
Heights against very superior numbers, and on Octobej 8th, effected a 
retreat to Saratoga. Here on October 17th, finding he was absolutely 
surrounded by 18,000 to 20,000 men, and his men reduced to absolute 
starvation, he capitulated. 

His force by this time had been reduced to 3,500 men. 
To make good my assertion that it was not through incompetence 

that the British-forces failed, I again quote from Fortescue. 
“ A  stronger man might indeed have retreated, whatever his 

instructions, after the reverse at Bennington ; but Burgoyne’s 
instructions mere undoubtedly positive, nor could he tell how far 
other operations might be dependent on his advance. His movements 
were extremely skilful, and the quickness with which he hit the 
vulnerable point of Gates’s position shows that he was a capable 
commander. Even more to,his honour is the unfailing loyalty and 
confidence of his- troops towards him, while their behaviour in the 
field was beyond all praise.” 

‘‘ In the whole history of the army I have encountered no grander 
display of stedfastness and fortitude than the heroic stand of the 20th, 
zrst and 62nd, with their little handful of gunners, on September 19th; 
and it is surely a marvellous instance of gallantry and diskipline, that 
1!500 men should have moved out cheerfully and confidently, as they 
did on October 7th, in spite of much hardship and heavy losses, to 
attack an enemy of five times their number; that, when forced back, 
they should have retired with perfect order and coherence, a_nd that 
though fighting all day, and marching or entrenching all night, they 
should never have lost heart. Assuredly too, i t  is not every commandgr 
who can command such unwavering devotion. In fact what men could 
do, Burgoyne and his army did.” 

This regrettable incident was the turning point in the war, as it 
decided the French Government to conclude a treaty with the revolted 
colonies, and thenceforward a n  unfortified harbour was no safe base 
for the operations of the army. 

It was also made the excuse for the renewal of the violent agitation 
against the war on the part of the opposition. It must not be imagined 
that there was any real hope of ending it by possible concessions, for, 
I‘ even with the depression of Burgoyne’s success at Ticonderoga still 
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83 COAST FORTRESSES DURING AIIERICAN WAR 

heavy upon them, the Colonies had named the cession of Canada, 
Nova Scotia and Newfoundland as essential conditions to the conclusion 
of a federal treaty, offensive, defensive, and conimerical, with the 
" Mother Country " i and how little the Whigs as a body were prepared 
to concede such terms may be judged by Chatham's last speech on 
April 7th, when he called on his countrymen to fight the whole of 
Europe, rather than yield the independence of America from dread 
of foreign powers. 

It is impossible for me to give a more concise appreciation of 
the situation occasioned by the intervention of the French than by 
quoting Fortescue :- 

Page 251, " The forces of England were widely dispersed, setting 
aside India, there mere troops in America, at New York, on the Dela- 
ware, in Florida, Quebec, Halifax, and on the lakes; in the West 
Indies at Jamaica, Grenada, St. Vincent, Tobago, Bermuda, and the 
Bahamas; in the Mediterranean at Gibraltar and hlinorca. Amherst, 
being consulted, gave his opinion that 40,000 men would be required 
for offensive operations in America, and recommended a naval war 
only. Forty thousand men, at  a moment when every British garrison 
needed reinforcement, was quite out of the question for America; 
and, until Burgoyne's army could be replaced, it was obvious that 
New York, at  any rate, must stand on the defensive. There was also 
the question of keeping the French well occupied by some offensive 
movement, so as to distract them from sending succour to the 
Americans. 

" Every consideration pointed to the desirability of concentrating 
the British forces as far as possible; and the King early made up his 
mind that Pennsylvania must be evacuated. 

" But he still clung tightly, to every otber post which he held 
in America, not only to Halifax, and to New York, which mere essential 
to naval operations, but also to Rhode Island, which was superfluous,l 
and to the stations in Florida, which were of no value, commercial 
or strategical, and were most unhealthy for the troops. 

" hlost unfortunately, too, the Governors of Sorth Carolina and 
Georgia had, during the past summer, urged upon Germaine the 
fruitlessness of operations in the North, and had begged that the 
British arms might be turned upon the Carolinas; arguing that not 
only would many loyalists be heartened to come forward for the King, 

I The value of Rhode Island as a naval station was a much disputed point. 
Clinton, who was afterwards abused for abandoning it in  1779, not venturing to 
decide a question of naval strategy$ consulted Admiral Arbuthnot, then Com- 
mander-in-Chief on the North American station. The  latter first approved its 
evacuation, and then too late, changed his mind. 

Rodney subsequently severely criticised the measure (v ide Clinton's despatches 
71, 73, 76). I t  must not be forgotten that its ultimate occupation by the French 
as a naval base was a decisive factor in the fall of Yorktown in 1781. The 
lesson seems to be that to deny a strntegic point to a n  enemy may be as important 
as its retention for one's own occupation.--m.R.w.j. 

F 2  
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CO.IST FORTRESSES DURING AMERICAN WAR 84 
but that the supplies of indigo and tobacco, with which the Colonies 
paid for their arms and ammunition would be cut off. 

“Germaine was not yet cured of reliance on the loyal section of 
the American population, and the Icing was tempted by the thought 
of retaining the Southern Provinces, even if he should be forced to 
part with New England. Thus the old fatal principle was once more 
made the pivot upon which all operations were to  turn.” 

Howe remained inactive at Philadelphia the whole of the winter 
1777-1778, and Washington watched him from Valley Forge in order 
10 restrict the country open to British foraging parties. 

I t  is difficult to explain the situation in a few words. 
There is no doubt activity on Howe’s part would have tended to 

encourage the loyalists, whom Washington was treating with great 
severity, with the view of preventing them furnishing supplies to the 
British Army, and the troops would have been kept healthy and in 
good discipline. In  both these respects Howe’s command suffered. 
On the other hand, expert military opinion was against an attack on 
Valley Forge. 

I t  is not easy to learn how far Howe was really controlled by 
political considerations. Washington’s letters during this period 
allude to negotiations with the British Government. 

From the same source we may also gather that Washington’s army 
was melting away on account of discontent, owing to hardships pro- 
duced by neglect on the part of Congress to  supply the barest 
necessities. 

H e  complains in a letter, on December 23rd, to the President of 
Congress, that he was unable to move out against the enemy foraging 
in the direction of Derby, on account of a dangerous mutiny, occasioned 
by starvation, which had broken out the night before. In the same 
letter he states, “ W e  have by a field return, this day made, n o  less 
than 2,898 men now in camp unfit for duty because they are bare- 
footed, and otherwise naked. By the same return it appears that our 
whole strength in Continental troops, including the Eastern brigades, 
which have joined us since the surrender of General Burgoyne, exclu- 
sive of the Maryland troops sent to  Wilmington, amounts to not more 
than S,2oo in camp fit for duty.’’ He adds that since the 4th inst. 
his numbers have decreased by nearly 2,000 men, and that numbers 
had to sit up  by the fire all night because they had no blankets to  
cover them. 

But this was not all that Washington had to contend with, the 
difficulty of getting and retaining decent officers, on account of the 
scanty inducements offered them, is a constant cause of complaint in 
his letters, so also was the neglect of Congress to raise the 40,000 
regular soldiers promised him. His distrust of Militia and other 
auxiliary bodies is also apparent. 

Further he was much concerned lest the political advances of 
Lord North should influence the people, and was most urgent on the 
necessity of immediate French support, failing which he feared the 
collapse of his cause. 
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Last, but not least, a strong cabal was working to deprive him of 

All these considerations point to the conclusion that a more 
the office of Commander-in-Chief. 

vigorors policy on the part of Howe might have had considerable 
influence in terminating the war. 

The news of the alliance with France was celebrated in the 
American army on 7th May, by firing a feu-de-joie. 

W e  can now a t  last turn to the naval situation. 

Part 11. 

France, discontented with the position in which she was left b y  
the war, which had terminated .by the Treaty of Paris, signed on 
February loth, 1763, had steadily turned her attention to the restoration 
of her Navy. Then, as in recent years, England viewed with 
disquietude the steady growth of a rival naval power. blahan 
mentions two opportunities during the period 1763-1;S7,1 “ which a 
resolute, ready, and not too scrupulous government might easily have 
converted into causes of war,” one the cession by Genoa of Corsica 
to France in 1764, the other a hostile descent on the Falkland Islands 
by Spain in 1770, but England stayed her hand. 

RIahan quotes a French naval author (Lapeyrouse, Bonfils) to 
show the steady policy pursued by the French Government. 

The  passage runs as follows:- “ to follow the tendencies of 
British commerce; to observe in England the state of the troops and 
armaments, the public credit and the ministry, to meddle adroitly in 
the affairs of the British Colonies; to give the -insurgent colonists the 
means of obtaining supplies of war, whilst maintaining the strictest 
neutrality ; to develop actively, but noiselessly, the navy ; to repair 
our ships of war; to fill our storehouses, and to  keep on hand the means 
for rapidly equipping a fleet a t  Brest and Toulon, while Spain should 
be fitting one at Ferrol; finally, a t  the first serious fear of rupture, to 
assemble numerous troops on the shores of Brittany and Normandy, 
and get everything ready for an  invasion of England, so as to force 
her to  concentrate her forces, and thus restrict her means of resistance 
at  the estremities of the empire.” 

I think it would be as well if the newspaper editors, who after 
all, by influencing the masses, control in a great measure the policy 
of our country, would study history instead of disseminating theories 
supported by nothing better than the pious opinions of irresponsible 
individuals. Recall the recent redistributions of our naval units, the 
increasing concentration of our fighting strength in home waters, are 
not these identically the consequences that French statesmen in the 
eighteenth century foresaw must follow when a nation complacently 
settles down in the conviction that a passive defence of its country 
can ensure freedom from agression? Nor are even official statements 
made in Parliament indisputable proof of preparedness for any 
eventuality. 

1 The Influence of Sea Power, page 334. 
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The following extract from a “statement by the First Lord of the 
Admiralty made in the House of Lords in November, 1777 ” has such 
a familiar aspect that it might almost be taken from a modern 
Parliamentary Report.1 

“ W e  have now 42 ships of the line in commission in Great 
Britain (without counting those on foreign service) 35 of which are 
completely manned, and ready for sea at  a moment’s warning. I do 
not believe that either France or Spain entertains any hostile disposition 
towards u s ;  but from what I have now submitted to you, I am authorized 
to affirm that our navy is more than a match for that of the whole 
house of Bourbon.” 

Nevertheless, Admiral Keppel had to go to sea in the following 
June with only 2 0  ships, fight the Battle of Ushant on July 27th with 30, 
against an equal number of the French under D’Orvilliers. 

The  battle, as might be expected, was wholly indecisive, and was 
followed by the usual storm of public indignation, and culminated in 
the trial of the British Admiral by court martial. All this is now 
forgotten, and the selfsame seed is now being sown, to produce in the 
future the same crop. 

Whilst Keppel was matched against D’Orvilliers there was no 
force to keep the French Mediterranean Squadron in check, and 
Admiral Comte d’Estaing sailed for America from Toulon on April 
igth, 1778, with a fleet of 12 sail of the line. 

Fortunately for Great Britain, d’Estaing’s progress was slow, and 
he did not reach the Cape of Delaware until July 8th. Had it been 
otherwise, the army in Philadelphia might have fared badly. 

Washington wrote on August 20th, 1778 :- 
“ T h e  length of the passage, in the first instance, was a capital 

misfortune; for had even one of common length taken place, Lord 
Howe, with the British ships of war, and all the transports in the 
River Delaware, must inevitably have fallen; and Sir  Henry Clinton 
must have had better luck, than is commonly dispensed to men of his 
profession under such circumstances, if he and his troops had not 
shared at  least the fate of Burgoyne.” 

Clinton, who succeeded Howe in command on hlay 8th, owing 
tQ an  insufficient number of transports, determined, in pursuance of 
his orders to evacuate Philadelphia, to retreat to  New York by land. 
This he successfully carried out, fighting a very clever rearguard 
action at Freehold on the way. 

Thanks to  Lord Howe’s energy, the stores and supplies mere 
successfully embarked, and the British fleet safe out of the Delaware 
with its convoy, ten days before d’Estaing arrived. 

Lord Howe then ferried the army over from Sandy Hook to New 
York, and took up a position to  bar the entrance of the port against 
the French Aeet. 

Although his fleet presented little more than half the force of the 
French, d’Estaing did not attack him, but turned his attention to Rhode 

1 The Influence of Sea Power, page 341. 
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Island, in order to operate with the American General Sullivan against 
the British garrison of some 5000 men under General Pigott. 

D’Estaing arrived on July 29th. 
Washington sent Sullivan 1500 regulars, the French fleet carried 

4,000 soldiers, and there were about 9,000 New England irregulars 
available. 

Pigott, however, had not been content with a passive defence, 
“but had by two sudden descents upon Providence already made such 
destruction of the American boats and other stores as greatly to retard 
their preparations for attack ; and it was August 8th before d’Estaing 
and Sullivan were in a position to concert their plans of action.” 

Howe, who had been receiving reinforcements of scattered ships, 
and whose squadron was now about two-thirds the strength of the 
French, by his skill manmuvred the French out of Newport, and 
though owing to  a storm arising no general engagement followed, 
his action sufficed to relieve the situation. 

Though Sullivan actually invested Pigott’s camp, he made little 
progress, and when d’Estaing announced that he intended to return 
to Boston to refit, the American irregulars melted away, and Sullivan 
retreated, still harassed by Pigott. 

As soon as the retreat of the French fleet opened the port, Clinton 
arrived with 5,000 men just too late to cut off Sullivan. 

I think there is a great lesson here for coast garrisons. Had 
Pigott been contented with a passive defence, there is little doubt 
that his force would have been obliged t o  capitulate to the combined 
American and French armies. 

st 

I think this is a point that cannot be too often insisted on. 
This same war presents a case of the collapse of a purely passive 

defence, just before the arrival of relief. When Suffren attacked 
Trincomalee in 1782, if the capitulation had been staved off for two 
days, the siege would have been raised by Hughes. 

Now, Suffren himself admitted that the possession of Trincomalee 
was a vital necessity to him. 

Had an  active defence been adopted, it is inconceivable that so 
strong a place should have been reduced in five days. 

With the exception of a few raids on sundry small ports, the 
burning of privateers, and the destruction of stores, operations in the 
north came to a standstill, though the consequences of the want of 
success in thcir first combined operations showed themselves in riots 
at Boston between French and American seamen, and general ill-will 
amongst the officers. 

It is interesting to note that the British Government were unable 
to despatch reinforcements to restore our naval superiority in American 
waters for nearly two months. Byron’s squadron did not sail till 
June gth, whereas d’Estaing left Toulon on April 15th. 

D’Estaing on November 4th, in accordance with his ,instructions, 
sailed for Martinique, to carry the \var into West Indian waters. 

By her treaty with the Americans, France was prohibited from 
attempting to regain any of her former possessions on the Continent, 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
Q

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 1
5:

36
 1

4 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

5 



88 COAST FORTRESSES DURIXG AMERICAN WAR 

and, as has already been indicated, the .French Government was not 
anxious for the speedy success of the American arms, so that there was 
much to tempt her to the West Indies. 

Most of the British West Indian Islands mere in sympathy with 
the revolted States, .and had more or less openly assisted them by 
supplying them with stores, and sheltering their privateers ; they 
therefore seemed to offer easy objectives, and moreover possessions that, 
if once acquired, could be retained permanently. 

Let us  consider the strategical situation in the I res t  Indies. In 
those days of sailing ships, a position to windward was an all-important 
matter, and the French were very strongly posted, holding, as they did, 
three excellent harbours in St. Lucia, hlartinique and Guadaloupe. 

I t  is true the British headquarters at Barbados was still more to 
windward, but this island had no secure harbour. 

The French forces already in blartinique had begun this campaign 
by the capture ,of Dominica. 

On the same day that d'Estaing sailed from- Boston, Commodore 
Hotham, with five 64 and so-gun ships, left hew York, convoying 
5,000 troops under hlajor-General Grant. 

The transports arrived in Barbados on December loth, and 
Admiral Barrington commanding there sailed with his whole force to 
seize St. Lucia on December 12th, and anchored in Cul de Sac Bay on 
the afternoon of December 13th. Immediately troops were landed, and 
a battery at the head of Castries Bay captured, and the next day the 
Morne Fortun6 was taken after a slight resistance. 

"Before evening the British mere in possession also of the 
Peninsula of Vigie, on the north side of the harbour, with all the forts, 
batteries, magazines and 59 guns." Thus a fortified naval base was 
gained, so to speak, ready made, at  a trifling cost. 

Hardly was the fortress in possession of the British when d'Estaing 
arrived from hlartinique with his fleet, and transports containing 9,000 
soldiers. 
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COAST FORTRESSES DURING AMERICAN WAR 89 
Barrington had mdored his ships right across the entrance to Cul 

de Sac Bay so slrilfully that d’Estaing, after passing twice along the 
line at long range, decided in favour of a land attack, although his ships 
outnumbered Barrington’s by two to one. 

Troops were landed in Anse du Choc in order to attack the Vigie,. 
whilst the British fleet was blockaded in Cul de Sac. 

An attempt on the part of the French ships to enter Castries Bay,. 
in order to cut off supplies from the fleet to the army, was defeated 
by the powerful armament of the Vigie, which was able to keep the 
French ships at a sufficient distance to enable the British boats to 
evade their vigilance by night: 

Tne British forces mere disposed as follows :- 
“ Four battalions under Sir Henry Calder had been left to guard 

the heights round Cul de Sac Bay, to prevent attack on the transports 
from the land and to maintain communication with hlorne FortunC. 
Five more battalions held Morne FortunC itself, to secure the southern 
shore oi Port Castries; while the remaining three, under Medows, 
occupied the Peninsula of Vigie.” 

The approach to the Vigie lay across an isthmus little more than 
200 yards wide at its narrowest point. 

AIedors’ dispositions are worth studying. 
The Biitish troops, owing to the tactical situation, were unavoidably 

separated iito three groups, against any one of which the French 
could have urned the greater part of their forces. 

Their utimate objective was the destruction of the British fleet 
with the tranaorts, for if they succeeded in this, the land forces would 
be cut off froq their base of supplies. If they could gain the heights 
roynd the Cul le Sac the British ships mould be driven into the clutches 
of d’Estaing’s feet, the superiority of which would make its destruction 
a foregone conciision. 

This ultimata object could be gained either :-(I) by overwhelming 
the Vigie by mas ing  their whole strength against it;  (2) by masking 
the Vigie and I lene FortunC, and pushing on with the bulk of the 
forces’ on Cul de Stc. 

hledows was old campaigner, and he recognized that, if he. 
massed his. commant behind the isthmus, a comparatively small force 
could detain him thee, and prevent him acting on the flank of an 
attack on either of thexher groups. 

Beyond the neck d the peninsula were two low hills, and on these 
he stationed five light Ompanies as an advanced post, in order to keep 
a passage open for egreg. 

The French force peted at right angles to Medows’ line, only 2 
miles off, had pushed forrard ‘their outposts so near that the “ French 
sentries could, and in one-ase actually did, exchange pinches of snuff 
with the British.” 

There can be no doubt that hledows’ dispositions influenced the 
French General to launch hi whole force against the Vigie. 
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90 COAST FORTRESSES DURING AMERICAN WAR 

I must now quote entirely from Fortescue’s narrative, I cannot risk 
spoiling his stirring description of the subsequent action by attempting 
any paraphrase. 

“ On the morning of December 17th, 1778, a French deserter came 
into’ Vigie with intelligence that d’Estaing intended to attack Rledows’ 
brigade forthwith with 12,000 men. 

“ T h e  British cqmmander could hardly believe the news, which,. 
however, was not unwelcome to him. He mas a veteran of the Seven 
Years’ War,  and his troops, though numbering but 1,300 men, had 
been hardened like himself by the actions of Bunkers Hill, Brooklyn, 
Fort Washington, and Brandywine. 

‘‘ They consisted of the 5th Foot, and of the flank companies of 
the qth, rgth, 27th, 28th, 4oth, 46th, and jgth, massed, together with 
those of the 5th, into a Grenadier battalion and a light battalion. 
At the moment they were probably without any exception the finest 
troops in the world. 

“Throughout the night of the 17th rain fell heavily, continuing 
until nearly 7 o’clock on the following morning, when it was observed 
that the French were nearer to the British advanced posts than usual, 
and in greater numbers. The  main position of thc.British, in rear of 
the neck of the peninsula, lay on the slope of a low rugged hill, 
covered with scrub. Beyond the neck five light companies were 
stationed upon two low hills ; and this was the point which appeared to 
be threatened by the enemy. Rledows and two of his battalion 
commanders rode to it to  see what might be going forward, when to 
their horror the officers in the main position saw two strong French 
battalions emerge suddenly from a belt of low brush wood, and move 
up against the front and flank of the advanced light companies, as if 
to cut them off. So imminent seemed the danger lest they, and the 
general with them, should be isolated and overwhelmed, that many 
doubted whether the main body ought not to  advance to  their rescue. 
But presently Jledows came back, perfectly cool and composed. ‘ T h e  
light infantry will take care of themselves,’ he said ; ‘as for you, 
stand fast.’ 

“Then was seen the potency of the tactics learned in America. 
Advancing in skirmishing order and keeping themselves always under 
cover, the light companies maintained at  close range a most destructive 
fire upon the heavy French columns. If the enemy attempted to 
extend, they threatened a charge with the bayopet; when the French 
closed up, they were already extended and pouring in a galling 
fusilade ; when the French advanced with solidarity and determination 
they fell back and disappeared, but only to renew their fire, themselves 
invisible, from every direction. At last one of the enemy’s battalions 
fairly gave way, and the light companies followed them to complete 
the rout with the bayonet. But meanwhile, the main body of the 
French came up slowly in massive columns to the assault of Afedows’ 
principal position, unobserved by the victorious light infantry, who 
were’ returning to the defence of their advanced posts. ‘ Come back, 
come back,’ yelled their comrades from the rear ; but the five companies 
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would not hear until, regaining the hill, they saw their danger and 
dashed into the scrub to join the main body. They made their escape 
in safety, thanks in part to the density of the brushwood, but cHiefly 
to Captain Downing, Lieutenant Waring, and Privates Rose, Duffy 
and Hargrove, who stood alone and unsupported to cover their retreat. 
For long they parried the bayonet thrusts until Waring was pierced 
through the body, when Downing, responding to the chivalrous appeal 

,of a French officer who had saved him from the like fate, surrendered 
with his three gallant companions. 

" T h e  French now developed their attack upon the main position, 
filling the scrub at  the foot of the slope with their light troops, while 
the battalions in solid columns continued their slow and steady advance. 
bledows now opened fire from four 3-pounders and two 12-pounders 
which h_ad been captured at  the Vigie, silencing the lighter guns of 
the enemy, and the British Grenadiers, who began t'o fall fast under 
the bullets of the French sharpshooters, likewise commenced their fire 
in perfect order and without confusion, husbanding every cartridge, 
for they had but 30 rounds a man. $leanwhile the French-columns 
never discharged a shot, though whole files of them were swept away 
by the British cannon. T h e  men endured the punishment with all 
the biavery of their nation, but made no progress, though they kept 
changing direction to right and left, as if looking for the easiest way 
to ascend the hill. One column broke twice, and was twice rallied; 
and at last the whole came to a dead halt, and stood within range 
indeed of their adversaries, but no longer tormented by the blast of 
their musketry. 

" For the British ammunition, though d'Estaing knkw it not, had 
failed, and Medows had given the order to cease fire. Boats had long 
since been sent ovsr to Morne FortunC for the reserve cartridges ; and one 
officer of the Grenadiers, a man of gigantic strength named Hill, had 
taken a box from the two men who were staggering under it and brought 
it unaided to the front. T h e  box was opened and the cartridges upon 
being handled fell instantly to dust from rottenness. Rledows had been 
wounded early in the action and mas now almost disabled by the pain 
of the hurt, but he was still master of himself and gave his orders to 
Major Harris, later Lord Harris of Seringapatam, who commanded 
the Grenadiers. All firing must cease a t  once; the firing line must 
charge the enemy with the bayonet, when they had advanced near 
enough, and ralIy upon the main body for a final charge under the 
General himself, ' t o  conquer or  fall.' So perfect was the discipline 
of the British that not another shot was discharged; indeed it  is 
recorded that some of the Grenadiers, who had received the word 
' Present ' brought their muskets down instantly upon the word' 
' Recover.' T h e  men quietly resigned themselves to endure the 
punishment of the enemy's sharpshooters. Harris hurried fonvard to  
the firing line. T h e  French, having- recovered themselves, were 
advancing rapidly when they were staggered by two last shots from 
the captured 12-pounders, .and many of them turned about to 
retire. Harris, seeinp that the decisive moment was come, ordered the 
Grenadiers to fire upon the most disordered portions of the French 
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92 CO.1ST FORTRESSES DURIXG AJIERICAN W A R  

columns; and presently the whole body of the enemy faced about and 
retired, with no indecent haste but with evident disinclination to advance 
once more. The fight had lasted for three hours, from eight till eleven 
in the morning. 

“The  casualties of the British numbered 171, of whom only 13 
were killed, go of the fallen belonging to the Grenadiers, and 60 to the 
Light Infantry. hledows himself visited every injured officer and man 
before he would permit a surgeon to attend to him. The loss of the 
French was appalling; 400 killed outright, and 1,200 greviously 
wounded. Yet the odds against the British had been nearly ten to one; 
and the defeat of the French was due, partly indeed to the two heavy 
guns which the British had acquired at the capture of the Vigie Fort, 
but chiefly to superiority of tactics and discipline.” 

The capture and retention of St. Lucia is quite the most important 
British success of the campaign, here is Mahan’s commentary on the 
action, page 366. 

“ It seems scarcely necessary to point out the admirable diligence 
of Admiral Barrington, to which and to the skill of his dispositions 
he owed this valuable strategic success; for such it was. St. Lucia 
was the island nest south of hlartinique, and the harbour of Grds Ilot 
at its northern end was specially adapted to the work of watching the 
French depSt at Fort Royal, their Rrincipal station in the West Indies. 
Thence Rodney pursued them before his great action in 1782.” 

But one hardly gathers anything of the part the coast fortress 
played in the matter from Mahan’s account of the affair, and yet the 
slightest reflection will show that had not the scene of action been 
equipped with fixed defences it could not have had been held, yet all 
Mahan mentions of the land action is this :- 

“ Abandoning his intentions against the fleet, he moved to another 
bay, landed some French soldiers and assaulted the position of the 
British troops. Failing here also, he retired to Martinique; and the 
French garrison, which had been driven into the interior of the island, 
surrendered.” 

hly motive in calling attention to this is not the same as that of 
Sir Frederick Maurice when, in his life of Sir John Moore, he made that 
trenchant, but just attack on hlahan for imoring the part the army 
played in the West Indian campaigns. 

There are many passages in Mahan’s works which fully acknow- 
ledge the necessity of naval bases, and the adequate provision of fixed 
defences for them. Take the following quotation : 

Extract from “ T h e  Influence of Sea Power upon the French 
Revolution and Empire,’’ Mahan, Vol. I ,  page 321 :-“ Properly every 
seaport should be able to hold out for a length of time, longer or shorter, 
according to its importance, entirely independent of the fleet, the latter 
will then be able to esert its great faculty, its mobility, unfettered by 
considerations of what is happening a t  the port. For so long the latter 
is safe; meanwhile the ’fleet may be absent. The best coast defence 
is a navy, not because fortifications are not absolutely necessary, but 
because beating the enemy’s fleet is the best of all defences.” 
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Vol. I ,  page 341 :-“ A wisely co-ordinated system of defence does 
not conteniplate that every point is to hold out indefinitely, but only 
for such time as may be necessary for it to receive the support which the 
other parts of the whole are intended to supply. That the navy is the 
first line of defence, both in order and in importance, by no means 
implies that there is or shquld be no other. This forced and extravagant 
interpretation, for which naval officers have been largely responsible, 
of the true opinion that a navy is the best protection for a sea frontier, 
has very much to do with that faulty strategy which would tie the fleet, 
whatever its power, to the home ports, and disseminate it among them. 
Navies do not dispense with fortifications, nor with armies.” 

No, I call attention to the matter because I recognize in his neglect 
to emphasize the part borne by these integral portions of the naval 
system, the source of the error fallen into by such writers as Colomb and 
Sir Cyprian Bridge, the former a naval officer who was entrusted with 
the education of the present generation of our sea service, the latter, a 
man who has held high command. 

l‘he fallacies so freely disseminated by these writers bore particularly 
disastrous fruits later on, when they led to the wholesalk dismantling 
of strategic positions which had been proved invaluable by the stern 
test of war. 

As long as the vital necessity of naval bases with fixed armament, 
and an adequate and thoroughly efficient garrison is not lost sight of, 
it is undignified to dispute as to which unit of the forces of the Empire 
the credit should be given; but those who decry such needful 
preparations incur a terrible responsibility. Moreover, the injury that 
has been done to the personnel of coast fortresses by these doctrines will 
take years to eradicate. 

It is heartbreaking work to try and instil into men any enthusiasm 
for their profession, when they are perpetually being reminded of the 
general opinion that their value in the system of national defence is a 
negligible quantity. 

That General Grant, the soldier responsible for the defence of St. 
Lucia, t‘horoughly grasped its strategical importance as a means of 
attaining and maintaining naval supremacy in the West Indies, was 
amply proved by his subsequent actions ; for he worked energetically at 
strengthening his defences, and steadfastly refused to send weak 
detachments to‘garrisori the islands, though he “ cheerfully lent Byron 
two additional regiments, the 5th and 4oth, to man the squadron.” 

Even when ordered by the Secretary at War to provide garrisons 
for all the islands, he wrote “ small detachments are no security against 
invasion, if troops are not kept together in the West Indies the best of 
them will soon cease to be soldiers, I shall therefore send none to the 
islands. Their safety must depend on the fleet.” 

This expression of opinion; coupled with the record of his actions, 
proves beyond dispute that he differentiated very clearly between 
holding a strategical naval base, and providing local defence for “ spots 
of territory.” 
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The  latter is a favourite phrase of Admiral Colomb's, which he 
applies indiscriminately to Portsmouth, Gibraltar, or the smallest har- 
bour frequented by coasting craft. 

In other words, Grant knew that the true objective was the enemy's 
armed forces, but he equally recognized that, to strike vigorously at 
that objective, the British Admiral must be absolutely unhampered by 
care for the safety of his base. 
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And this is as true teday as it was in the year 1779. 
That the French attached equal importance to its strategical value 

is evinced by the subsequent attacks made on it. 
These can be best described by short extracts from Fortescue, 

page 342, and Mahan. 
“ O n  March 22nd, 1780, a strong reinforcement for the French 

fleet and army reached blartinique under Count de Guichee, and on 
the 23rd, a powerful force, escorted by 22 ships of the line, came 
before Port Castries to attempt the recapture of St. Lucia. Sir Hyde 
Parker had but 16 ships, but so skilful were his dispositions at  his 
anchorage, and so strong were Vaughan’s defences on blorne Fortune 
arid Vigie, that de Guichen put back into Nartinique without venturing 
to attack.” 

In April, 1781, the naval situation was as follows :-Rodney, after 
his capture of the Dutch island of St. Eustatius, detached Hood to 
blockade four French ships in Fort Royal. De Grasse arrived with 20, 
outmanwuvred Hood, and effected a junction with the blockaded ships. 
After a partial engagement the fleets separated and “ Hood rejoined 
Rodney a t  Antigua, and de Grasse, after remaining a short time at Fort 
Royal, made an attempt on Gros Ilot Bay, the possession of which by 
the English kept all the movements of his fleet under surveillance.”- 
Rlahan, page 384. 

Fortescue‘s account of the incident, page 3 55, is as follows :- 
‘‘ De Grasse, on the night of May 10th; landed troops on three 

different points of St. Lucia, and even captured a few men at Gros Ilot; 
but General St. Leger’s dispositions for defence were such that he 
re-embarked his troops on the following day, and abandoned the attempt 
to recapture the island.” 

Surely this is a strong proof of the value of St. Lucia, and it must 
not be lost sight of that Hood, under no apprehension for its safety, 
did not attempt to cover it, but rejoined his Comniander-in-Chief. 

Before turning to tactical lessons let me try to outline in a few words 
the manner in which another fortified part affected the ultimate issues 
of the campaign. 

In 1780, Rodney succeeded to the command of the British fleet 
in the West Indies, and de Guichen to that of the French. The naval 
campaign which ensued was indecisive. De Guichen returned to 
France in August; Rodney lost contact with him, and, fearing for 
Xorth America, left half his fleet in the islands, and sailed with the 
remainder for New York. 

On July 12th, De Tiernay, with seven ships of the line escorting 
5,000 troops, arrived at Newport and at  once fortified the harbour. 

A‘lahan quotes the words of the Chief of the Staff of the French 
Squadron, page 394. They run as follows :- 

“ l i e  twice feared, and above all at the time of Rodney’s arrival, 
that the English might attack us in the road itself, and there was a space 
of tinie during which such an undertaking would not have been a n  act 
of rashness. Now (October 20th) the anchorage is fortified so that we 
can there brave all the naval force of England.” 

COAST FORTRESSES DURING AMERICAN WAR 
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COAST FORTRESSES DURING AMERICAN WAR 96 

It is beyond dispute that the question of an attack was debated, 
and that it was the strength of the fortifications that deterred Rodney 
from attempting it. 

Now the subsequent surrender of Cornwallis at York Town on 
October Igth, 1781, is directly traceable to the intervention of this 
squadron, saved from Rodney by the protection afforded by fixed 
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COAST FORTRESSES DURING AMERICAN WAR 97 

defences: for, joining de Grasse, it turned the scale against Admiral 
Graves, and prevented him relieving Cornwallis; further in Mahan’s 
words,. page 3g1., its capture “ would have greatly paralyzed the 
besieging army (it had the siege train on board) if it would not have 
prevented the operations altogether.” 

Mahan certainly wrote these words in connection with Admiral 
Graves’ failure to intercept the squadron at  sea in 1781, but if Rodney 
had been able to deal with it in 1780, Graves’ task would have been far 
lighter . 

There are many *tactical lessons contained in the narrative of the 
attack on St. Lucia that I have given. 

Even in those days of smooth bore ordnance, and short range small 
arms, it must have been borne home to the mind of Grant that 
a coast fortress was, then as now, an area of land and water which must 
be preserved intact, and that no mere passive manning of a parapet 
could ensure its safety, hence the necessity of the wide distribution of the 
defending force. 

Rlorne Fortun6 was the key to the position, it dominated the open 
batteries protecting Cul de Sac; in 1794 the fire of its guns aided ic 
repulsing the attaclting colunins of Abercrombic’s army, but the Ioss 
of the Vigie would have opened the water way of Castries Harbour into 
the heart of the defences. 

Hence the necessity of strongly holding this important peninsula. 
If however, hledows had prepared for a purely passive defence, his 
1,300 men, once hemmed in behind that narrow isthmus, would have had 
little to say to the decision of the day. 

Medows had not the time we have to consider the ground, fortunately 
he had a soldier’s eye. W e  should have no excuse if in our fortress, we 
failed to turn every kopje or hollow to the best advantage. 

Then again, does not this engagement bring out the value of 
discipline and train’ing in the strongest possible light 3 Had the defence 
of the Vigie been entrusted to indifferent troops it must have fallen, 
and with it the whole fortress. Yet it is the generally received opinion 
that our defended ports may be entrusted to half-trained garrisons. 

There are very many other lessons to be gleaned from this period. 
The sieges of Gibraltar, Port Mahon, York Town, Savannah and 
Charleston, can all contribute most valuable instruction. 

The siege of Savannah in 1779, is deserving of being the subject 
of a lecture by itself. 

An example : where we find 22 ships of the fine, and a considerable 
body of troops, based on the West Indies, engaged in a n  oversea 
operation, whilst the hostile fleet remained unbeaten, and a defended 
port with its communications absolutely cut, not only holding out 
successfully for more than a month, but eventually repulsing the allies 
with such heavy losses that the siege was raised without any extraneous 
help being afforded to the garrison, might throw doubt on some of the 
theories generally accepted at  the present day. 

VOL. LIX. G 
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98 COAST FORTRESSES DURING AMERICAN WAR 

It is useless however to go into details of these deeply interesting 
operations without a close examination of the general naval strategical 
situation, for nothing in the whole campaign is so bewildering as the 
continual shifting of the balance of sea power, first in favour of one 
belligerent, and then of the other, unless me keep the following points 
steadily in view : 

I .  The interests of the allies were not identical. 
2. France wished to see as many British troops as possible locked 

up in America. And 
3. Was bound by treaty not to attempt to acquire . .  any territory on 

the Continent. 
4. There was continual friction between the allied forces, neither 

trusting the other. 
5.  The British fleet was continually obliged to  make larger 

detachments to safeguard commerce, yet her admirals were no 
yeaklings, to be bullied into making dispositions they believed to be 
unsound. 

This question of commerce protection was a n  important factor in 
determining the strength of the rival fleets available for the line of 
battle, as Graves found to his cost when he encountered de Grasse 
off the Chesapeake on September Sth, I~SI. 

From Mahan, page 389, we can gather one of the reasons why the 
former had only 19 ships against the 24 of the latter a t  the decisive 
point which sealed the fate of York Town. 

I will try to, present the situation in as few words as possible. 
“ Rodney, learning of de Grasse’s departure from the West Indies, 

sent 14 ships of the line under Admiral Hood to North America.” 
Hood met Graves with five ships at New York, and Graves as 

senior officer assumed command. 
De Grasse, instead of weakening his force by sending convoys to 

France, as the Court had wished, took every available ship to the 
Chesapeake. 

hfahan says, “ T h e  French were helped by the admiral’s p w e r  
to detain the 200 merchant ships, the West indian trade, awaiting 
convoy at Cap Franqais, where they remained from July till November, 
when the close of the operations left him at liberty t o  convoy them with 
ships of war. 

“ The incident illustrates one weakness of a mercantile country, 
with representative government, compared with a purely military 
nation. 

“ ‘ If the British Government had sanctioned, or a British admiral 
had adopted, such a measure, the one would have been turned out and 
the other hanged ’ wrote an officer of that day. Rodney at  the same time 
had felt i t  necessary to detach five ships of the line with convoys, while 
half a dozen more went home with the trade from Jamaica.” 

Surely these are words worth pondering over, I I more ships would 
almost certainly have saved York Town. 
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Can anyone imagine that in the present day the popular voice is 

less powerful, bearing in mind that the very bread for the multitude 
depends on the safety of the mercantile marine; or that this vulnerable 
point in our defence is not fully recognized by foreign naval strategists, 
whose own governments are not so dependent on the will of the people, 
nor their countrymen on sea borne trade for their daily bread. But 
space will not permit an investigation close enough to be of any value. 

Nevertheless, St. Luck alone is perhaps object lesson enough for 
us here. Its history exposes the fallacy of more than one theory of 
recent origin. 

It is an example of tactical support given by a coast fortress to an 
unbeaten fleet awaiting the opportunity to take the initiative. 

In an essay, avowedly written for the purpose of deprecating any 
money being spent on fixed defences, in which he investigates, according 
to his lights, the value of fortifications, Colomb sums up  his case as 
follo\vs :- 

“ So far, we do not appear to get a connection between the local 
defences of the spot of territory and the defence of its communications by 
water. It seems quite impossible to say in what way the local defences 
by works and garrisons can assist the defence of its communications, 
though it is clear enough why maritime nations, which have little hope 
of maintaining sea communication, should fall back on the local defence 
of spots of territory. 

“ The maintenance of sea communication involves the safety of the 
place communicated with. 

“ But we seem from this cursory examination to observe that what 
local and fixed defence is good for is only as a substitute for naval 
defence when sea communications, either by accident or design, may hi 
abandoned. 

“There is little sign that the position of a fleet may be strengthened 
by works for defensive purposes as the position for an army can be. 
Nor do we easily get in a37 form, a defence which combines both 
descriptions of passive force. 

This remarkable passage was presented to the public in 1889, 
supported by all the weight of Admiral Colomb’s official position ax 
lecturer on naval strategy and tactics in the Royal Naval College at 
Greenwich. 

That it is directly controverted by history, I have shown you, but 
that the theories enunciated by him and his school, have influenced in 
the past, and still do influence, those responsible for the upkeep of our 
naval bases is beyond controversy. 

Again we are told that no overseas operations are possible till the 
enemy’s fleet first is beaten; yet in this expedition Barrington 
deliberately employed troops brought from Barbados to gain for him 
a stategical position, from which to deal subsequently with his adversary 
at greater advantage. 

He took risks, as did Suffren at Trincomalee, and Lord Hood in 
Corsica. 

COAST FORTRESSES DURING AMERICAN WAR 
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I 0 0  COAST FORTRESSES DURING AMERICAN WAR 

These great commanders weighed the chances and took them with 
their eyes open ; and they were successful. 

Let me remind you of the words of the greatest exponent of the art 
of war who ever lived :- 

Extract from “ T h e  Influence of Sea Power upon the French 
Revolution and Empire,” Mahan, Vol. 2, page 130 :-“ All naval 
expeditions undertaken since I have been at the head of the 
government,” said he, “ have always failed because the admirals see 
double, and have learned-where I do not know-that wur can be made 
without running risks.” 

But Napoleon was no advocate for adding an  unnecessary risk to  
those inseparable from successful war, by hampering his naval 
commanders with anxiety as to  the safety of ill-defended bases. 
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